Status Anxiety... 

Summary:

From the Sydney Writers' Festival, a talk by Alain de Botton about his latest book,Status Anxiety. Every adult life, he says, is defined by two great love stories. The first is our quest for sexual love, which is well known and well charted. The second is our quest for love from the world, and that's a more secret and shameful tale.

According to de Botton, what other people think of us, and whether we can be judged a success or a failure in the eyes of the world, are widespread anxieties that generally go unacknowledged and unexamined. He suggests some causes, and offers some solutions. 

Details or Transcript:

Amanda Smith: Hi there, Amanda Smith with you, and on Book Talk today, we’re keeping up with the Joneses – or trying to – with Alain de Botton, and his latest book, Status Anxiety
.
Alain de Botton is one of the new breed of public philosophers interested in addressing age-old questions about the meaning of life and what the good life is, in a very contemporary way. He’s done just this in his previous books, including The Consolations of Philosophy, How Proust Can Change Your Life, and The Art of Travel.

In this latest book, Alain de Botton has turned his attention to a subject that he thinks we pretend doesn’t exist: our desire for the love and respect of the world through material success; and conversely, our fears about being a ‘loser’ – especially in societies like ours where we believe that anyone can ‘make it’ if they try hard enough. In a meritocracy, De Botton asks, how do you explain failure?

So here is Alain de Botton, speaking about status anxiety at last week’s Sydney Writers’ Festival.

Alain de Botton: Thank you all very much, and I should perhaps start by saying, well, try to define what exactly status anxiety is. I think it’s something you may feel when you hear of a party that you haven’t been invited to, or that you might feel when a colleague at work is promoted above you. It’s the sort of territory that I think Gore Vidal was referring to when he made his famous quip, ‘Every time a friend of mine succeeds, a small part of me dies.’ 

Of course, the thing about status anxiety is that it’s terribly awkward to talk about – if we have a problem in our love lives we’ll find no end of people willing to offer us sympathy, if we want to kill our best friend because they’ve been promoted, we’ll find the world a lot less receptive to that sort of emotion. I myself started feeling status anxiety shortly after I left university. When I was writing a book I came across a lovely quote from George Orwell where he says, ‘After 20, no one cares if you’re nice.’ And I suppose that is part of the problem of entering the adult world. Part of my hope for this book is that we’ll be able to talk about the anxieties that living in the adult world creates. If there’s no definitive solution to the problem of status anxiety, one of the best possible remedies at least is to be able to admit and analyse the disease. 

My book is divided into two sections. The first looks at the causes of status anxiety and the second looks at possible solutions. Well, what are some of the causes? One of them is that we all used to have incredibly high status. If you think of how babies live, they live in a style that I think Roman emperors would have envied – if they don’t like their dinner, they just shove it on the floor, someone comes to pick it up and they don’t worry. If you want a reaction, as a baby, all you need to do is pull a little smile, wave a toy around and someone will think you’re cute and delicious. This is all lovely and it’s something we all knew, that lovely feeling of admiration and adoration. Unfortunately the problem is that this doesn’t go on forever. If, by the age of 25, you’re still throwing your dinner on the floor when you don’t like it, and the best you can do, in terms of social ingratiation, is to wave a toy around, you’re not going to get very far in life. 

So I think status anxiety comes a lot from this loss of this original Eden. I think it explains a lot of what we do – work, for one. Economists are very used to telling us that the reason why we work is for money, and though that’s of course true. I think there’s a high degree to which status plays a role in our motivations, in our everyday working lives. A lot of what makes low-paid work difficult isn’t just the low pay; it’s the lack of dignity, the lack of respect that often accompanies low-paid work. Just as what makes a lot of highly-paid work nice isn’t just the high pay; it’s also the amount of respect and dignity that tends to accompany the accumulation of wealth. 

I say in my book that we perhaps wouldn’t feel so status anxious if it weren’t for the fact that we are surrounded by people who I call, simply, ‘snobs’. The word ‘snob’ is often associated with people who care about English titles and country houses and partridge shoots etc. All of that has gone out the window. That belongs to a prior age and lets too many of us off the hook as potential snobs. 

I define snobbery as really any method of judging another human being, where you latch on to a few elements about them and use those elements to come to a compete view of who they are, so it’s a sort of reductive values system. Of course, snobbery takes many forms – you could come across a music snob and if the music snob asks you what music you like and let’s say you say Phil Collins, it doesn’t matter how complex or interesting your soul is, that’ll be the end of that. If you come across a clothes snob similarly, if you’re wearing Gap trousers, as I am now, you’re not going to get very far. 

So there are all kinds of snobbery, but I think the dominant kind of snobbery that exists in our society, is career snobbery. It’s significant that when two people meet nowadays, the first question that they’ll ask is, ‘What do you do?’ and according to how you answer the question, you’ll either find someone going, ‘Gosh, we must go out for a drink. Here’s my card.’ or the other person will say, ‘Is that the time, I must be going.’ So there’s a very harsh treatment at stake. 

The opposite of the snob is your mother. The nice thing about your mother is that she doesn’t really care what you do, ideally, because some mothers are snobs, and that causes great problems. But if your mother is not a snob, she doesn’t really care what you do – she cares about who you are rather than your level of external achievement. But unfortunately most people are not our mothers, they are snobs and so that creates a huge problem for us. It explains a lot of people’s attraction to things that get called status symbols. Different societies have different kinds of status symbols. It’s quite easy to get a snigger if you mock people who are interested in Ferraris, gold taps, mansions, etc. But there is almost an emotionally poignant side to people who search for status symbols. Every time you meet a Ferrari owner, really what you’re meeting is not just someone who claims to be interested in Italian engineering, but really someone who is using a car to make a very simple message which is – please like me. The point is, in our society, a lot of people do like you. Slightly more, in my experience, if you arrive at a party in a Ferrari than if you arrive on a bicycle. But I think it’s important to recognise that behind the purchase of luxury goods there lies not just greed, but rather an emotional vulnerability – precisely a feeling of not being very important. 

I think there are particular reasons why, nowadays, we might be suffering from status anxiety, more today than at other points in history. One of the reasons is the huge level of expectations which are now placed on us. The thing about the modern world is that it’s a world that almost defines itself by the idea that status is not something that you should inherit, either high status or low status; but rather something that each new generation should create. This has freed up an awful lot of people to succeed on amore or less level playing field in a way which was never possible in previous generations. 

But it’s also led to a certain degree of anxiety because if you tell people that anyone can achieve anything, that is setting an awful lot of people up for some kind of a fall. It’s not a coincidence that if you walk into an American book shop, you’ll tend to find the shelves of the self-help section dominated by two kinds of book. I’ve got an example of the first kind of book, and this is the kind of book how to be a billionaire by Friday or how to make it very rich quickly.

When I was researching this book I came across a guy called Anthony Robbins. He’s a fascinating character – he wrote a book called Awaken the Giant Within. Let me sum up the plot to save you a purchase. Basically the story of Awaken the Giant Within is that all of us are small, but of course have the potential to become giants. The way that we can become giants is to discover, what Robbins calls a Power with a capital P, which lies in all of us. The goal of Awaken the Giant Within is to find this Power and to make us all into giants. Part of the book is given over to a description of how he discovered his own Power. 

Let me read you a little bit. He says, ‘I used my Power to take back control of my physical well-being and I permanently rid myself of 38 pounds of fat. Through this I attracted the woman of my dreams, I married her and I created the family that I’d long desired. I used my Power to change my income from subsistence level to over 20 million dollars a year. This moved me from a tiny apartment, where I washing my dishes in a bathtub because there was no kitchen, to my family’s current home, the Delmar Castle, worth 65 million dollars.’ 

So, that’s Anthony Robbins, but though he’s extreme, nevertheless his voice is a characteristic one of an age which precisely does tell people that they can become anything. The downside of this you’ll see also reflected in the self-help shelves of American bookshops, and that is the other dominant class of self-help book which is books telling you how to cope with low self-esteem. If you’ve tried to be a billionaire by Friday and it hasn’t worked, what you’ll be very much in search of is a book on low self-esteem. 

It’s as unlikely that we will, nowadays, become as rich and powerful as Bill Gates, as it was probably unlikely in the 17th century that you could become as rich and powerful as, say, Louis XIV of France. But the key thing is that it’s not made to feel unlikely, in fact it feels really quite likely, depending on what newspapers we read and our temperament. You know, if you know a little bit about software, if you’ve got a garage, a few bright ideas – you too could found Microsoft. That’s the flavour of the modern age, a modern age in which it’s hard to find an ordinary life satisfactory, in which the very word ‘ordinary life’ is almost a derogatory one. 

The other danger of the modern age is the feeling of envy. I think the interesting thing about envy is that envy tends to make itself known only in societies which believe themselves to be egalitarian – in societies which tell people that they are basically equal to everyone else. The thing about envy is that we don’t envy everybody; we only tend to envy people who we feel ourselves to be relatively equal to. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think it would be highly unlikely for anyone here to feel envious of, let’s say, the Queen of England, though she has a lot more than most of us. But it would be highly possible to feel envious of, say, someone that we were at school with who has a slightly bigger house, much smaller that Buckingham Palace, but bigger that ours. 

That explains the psychology of envy – anything which draws two people together in some way, in some imaginative way, anything which enables two people to think, ‘We’re basically like each other.’ is something which will create the dynamic of envy. The problem with the modern world is that we keep being told that we are equal to everyone else, and thanks to the media we are propelled deep into the lives of people who, in past ages, we wouldn’t know anything about, but they now feel in our imagination, rather like we could be friends – we know where they go on holiday, we know what their kitchens look like, they feel like equals, and yet, cruelly, they are not equal. 

It’s precisely that mixture of an ideology of equality with actually a practical material inner quality, which makes for a particularly tricky cocktail in democratic egalitarian societies. 

All of this does explain how incredibly ungrateful we are, all of us as a society, for how much wealthier we are than in past ages. If you think how much more we have than our great, great grandparents or than people living in sub-Saharan Africa, but no one thinks themselves wealthy in comparison to their great great grandparents because everyone is comparing themselves, not to these remote ancestors or people in remote countires of the world, but rather they’re comparing themselves to the neighbour or the person that they went to school with. This tends to cancel out any beneficial effect of an increase in GDP, because every time GDP rises everyone gets richer and so the differentials continue – the whole level of society rises, but envy continues.

One of the first people to study this phenomenon was a French philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. I think it’s by reading his work that we can gain quick insight into how to become rich quickly. Here’s a quick tip from Rousseau on how to get rich quickly – the key feature for Rousseau, is that it’s a foolish mistake to try to make more money because the more money you make, you’ll just get to meet more people with more money and the race will go on. The absolutely key thing is to separate yourself from anyone in your social circle who’s had the bad taste to become more successful than you are. By losing sight of all these more successful friends and surrounding yourself with losers, you will be able to guarantee a high level of self-esteem.

There’s another reason why, today, status anxiety is worse than in the past. This, again, could sound rather paradoxical – the reason is that we believe that our societies are more or less fair and just. Australians, Brits and Americans are particularly prone to believe that their societies are quite fair, quite just, that actually if you have talent and creativity and insight you can make something of your life. This is very much a founding ideal of modern societies. This contrasts with an old fashioned view in which it was believed that anyone who’d got to the top had probably done so by killing someone, robbing someone, inheriting it unfairly from their parents, and that basically society was anything but meritocratic. 

The problem with sincerely believing that your society is meritocratic is explaining failure. If you genuinely believe that those at the top deserve their success, you by definition have to believe that those at the bottom deserve their failure. So an element of justice enters, not only into the distribution of rewards, but also into the distribution of punishments. That’s a particularly cruel ideology to have to live by if you’re not doing so well in a society which tells us that the good can win. There’s a real connection between how the poorest in society will be treated and the level of perceived justice that there is in a society. Take the United States, a society which really very genuinely believes that it is a meritocracy, and there I think you’ll find some incredibly harsh attitudes towards those at the bottom of society.

I give up the second half of my book to discussing some of the ways in which, down the ages, people have coped with anxieties about status. I think that, in some ways, at the centre of the book is the question, ‘How much should we care about what other people think of us, about our place in the community?’ That’s the question mark. When I was writing the book I came across a group of people who, it seemed to me, to be almost the quintessential example of people obsessed by what the community made of them. This is people who one could call ‘duellers’, people who duelled. You have to remember that for centuries in Europe it was considered utterly normal, even expected, that if someone insulted you – if someone said that you were an idiot, you’ve written a bad book, or your wife’s sleeping around, you’re a bit weak or something like this – you’d have to pick up your pistol or your sword and try and kill them. It was considered absolutely necessary. It was thought better to try and lose your life in the process of regaining your honour than to carry on living with a bad idea about you left at large in the minds of the general population. 

So that’s a very extreme example of caring a lot about what the community makes of you. If that’s at one end of the spectrum, at the other end of the spectrum there have been two very important traditions in western thought that have stressed something very different – that the value of any human being is not something that should ever be abandoned to the community at large, that it should never be simply a matter of public opinion what your value is, but that all of us have the capacity to judge ourselves, to create an inner court and a different set of values which can insulate us from some of the values around us. These two traditions have, at their heads, two martyr figures who both went to their deaths with most of the community around them believing them to be traitors and fools, and yet these martyr figures maintain faith in their project. I’m thinking of Christianity and philosophy – Christianity with Jesus, philosophy with Socrates – two martyrs who go to their deaths insisting that whatever the community says, that right is on their side. I think that these have been incredibly important forces in the west for making a case for this independent form of judgement, for eas it were, the ‘outsider’, someone who stands outside of the community and is insulated from the community’s crasser or crueller judgements. 

When I was writing the book I came across a number of philosophers who were almost refreshing in the extent to which they despised the community in general and they were incredibly rude. I call them ‘misanthropes’ but intelligent misanthropes. They almost teach us a response to status anxiety that you could almost call intelligent misanthropy. These people teach us that maybe hating quite a few people might be quite a good thing to do, almost a necessary thing to do as part of a good life, that to try and carry everyone with you might be an impossible project. 

Part of doing anything worthwhile might mean leaving some people behind but maybe not minding that much. There’s a wonderful quote from the very gloomy and grumpy German 19th century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. He says, ‘The earth swarms with people who are not worth talking to. Would a musician feel flattered by the loud applause of his audience if it were known to him that, with the exception of one or two, it consisted entirely of deaf people?’ 

So, immensely rude about other people but nevertheless suggestive in making this point that there is a distinction between truth and opinion – between what people think and what they might actually be. To surrender our self-esteem, our notion of ourselves entirely to what other people think, is a very foolhardy thing indeed. As a writer it would mean you would have to kill an awful lot of people who didn’t like you and my sword would be very bloody by now.

Another solution or another response to status anxiety can be found in many works of art. If you look at many works of art, what they are essentially is descriptions, stories of failure. Often what they are is narratives of failure that are incredibly complex and sympathetic. If you think of the art form of tragedy; what tragedy really is, is an art form entirely dedicated to telling the story of people who’ve messed up their lives in one way or another – who've slept with the wrong person, who’ve made some error and who’ve ruined and lost everything. But unlike in ordinary life, their tales of downfall are not treated with sniggers; they’re treated with awe, a certain kind of humility, and sympathy and understanding. 

I think we find in many works of art an ideal corrective to many of the very cruel ways in which failure tends to get handled in ordinary life. Because of course one of the things that we fear when we fear failing, isn’t just the material consequences of failure, it’s the psychological one, it’s the way in which we’re often described – that very cruel word ‘losers’ – it’s not just that we’ve failed but that we become, in the eyes of the world, a loser. The great tragedies of western art are all about people who are losers in a way, but we don’t think of them as losers, and the reason is the way that the story of loss is told.

Here’s another response that people have traditionally made to status anxiety, and that is to dwell on the thought of death. One of the great things you can do if you’re worried about your status is to think that you don’t really have too much longer to go, in the scheme of things. The wonderful thing about death, and anyone who’s had a close brush with death will tell you this, is that it’s great at refocusing your priorities. It doesn’t make everything meaningless; it makes some things meaningless and some things incredibly meaningful. I think it’s an odd quirk of the way that we life that we often spend our time doing things that we actually don’t think are that important and we see people who we don’t like that much, whereas we things that we do genuinely think are important and people we genuinely love we often neglect. 

One of the things that death can do is refocus our priorities – make us usefully and productively selfish and self-centred. If, for example, you’re worried about having too many social engagements, a very quick way of emptying your diary is to reflect on who among your broad and rich social circle would make it to your hospital bed if you were diagnosed with cancer, and similarly in medieval times, there was a long tradition of putting a skull on your sideboard, your library shelves, so that as you were going about the business of the day, you would occasionally catch sight of this skull staring at you. The point wasn’t to make you give up on everything; it was precisely to make you focus on some things rather than others. 

Another quite useful thing to do is not just to think about your death, but rather also to think of the death of other people, particularly other people who, at the moment, make you quite status anxious. It’s quite nice to think that they too will be dead quite soon, and that all of us are going to end up as that most democratic, most genuinely egalitarian of substances – dust. 

I think we are one of the first societies to be living in a world where we don’t have very obviously some non-human intermediary at the centre of our societies. In previous societies we’ve had God or they’ve had nature, some kind of spirit force, but in our society we focus just on other humans – we worship and we look up to other humans. So this all human world is one in which there can be an awful lot of status anxiety, in which we compare ourselves constantly to others. Our only points of reference are human and that can cause us anxiety. 

Another response is also to go out for a walk into the country side. To go out and look at great landscapes – glaciers, mountains – things that put the human into a new kind of perspective. Just as ruins put our lives in one kind of perspective; vast landscapes, huge mountains, glaciers etc, also put our lives into a kind of perspective. The idea of something larger than the human has played, in past centuries, a great role in mediating between ourselves and other humans and as it were putting into perspective the human social hierarchy.

To conclude, the heart of the book is the question of success and what success is and should be. I’m very interested in success personally, I very much like to be successful, I think it’s a great thing to be. But before you decide what I mean by that, I think we have to question our own assumptions about what success is. If I said, ‘Behind the curtain there’s a very successful man,’ you might think it’s someone who’s made a fortune, maybe involved in business, attained some kind of renown in political life or something like that. 

We have an idea of success and these ideas of success come to us in the daily newspaper, on television etc, we’re surrounded by suggestions of success and I think that it’s an important feature of any mature life that we have to submit the idea of success that we’re often handed on a plate by our society, to some kind of critical scrutiny – to decide whether it’s really the vision that we can actually genuinely concur with, rather that simply something that we’ve sucked in from the outside. Really the message is – success, yes, ambition, yes – but let’s make sure that it’s an idea of success that actually suits us and that we’ve taken care and trouble to investigate. Thank you all very much.

Amanda Smith: Alain de Botton, speaking at the recent Sydney Writers’ Festival. And his latest book, Status Anxiety, is published by Hamish Hamilton – that’s an imprint of Penguin Books. There’s also a three part TV series with Alain de Botton on status anxiety, and it starts on ABC TV on 20 June. I’m Amanda Smith, thanks for joining me today for Book Talk. 

